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On Sept. 13, the lower house of the Brazilian Congress passed a bill to issue death certificates for
136 people that were "disappeared" by the military during the 1964-1985 dictatorship, and to pay
compensation to their families. Despite his support for the bill which has been harshly criticized
by human rights organizations, who say it does not go far enough President Fernando Henrique
Cardoso is trying to limit the government's responsibility for the human rights violations committed
by past military governments. Like most Latin American countries once ruled by the military, Brazil
passed an amnesty law in 1979, absolving all military from prosecution for human rights violations
during the dictatorship. And, like other former dictatorships such as Chile and Argentina, the
abuses of that period have come back to haunt the present government.
In Brazil, human rights organizations and families of victims of the military repression have been
demanding that the government clarify the circumstances of their relatives' deaths. On July 26,
the government officially recognized the role of government repressive forces in the deaths of 136
people who disappeared during the dictatorship. It turned the list over to the Chamber of Deputies
Human Rights Commission. After reviewing the list, the commission proposed a bill that would:
*expand the full list of people that the government recognizes as killed by security forces to
include not just the 136 disappeared, but more than 230 others who were assassinated during the
dictatorship, thus bringing the total victims to nearly 370 and making the family members of all
those victims eligible for compensation;
*publish a final official report on the causes of, and those responsible for, the assassinations and
disappearances, with a clarification of the circumstances under which the victims died, but without
filing criminal charges to avoid violating the provisions of the amnesty law; and, *broaden the
legislative commission's mandate to allow the deputies to explore more cases of past rights abuses
and to determine the amount of compensation for the families of victims, which at present ranges
from US$100,000 to US$165,000.
Under the commission's present mandate, the deputies are only responsible for determining which
family members should be considered the beneficiaries of government compensation. Families
of the disappeared supported the commission's request to expand the list of victims from the 136
disappeared people to include the 230-odd assassination victims. The families, however, also want
the government to authorize more investigations into cases of abuses committed after 1979, which
is when the present amnesty law cuts off official responsibility, thus allowing more victims of
repression committed in later years to be compensated by the state.
However, the government rejected both the petitions of the families and the recommendations
of the commission. On Aug. 28, the administration sent its own bill to Congress to pave the way
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for the issuance of death certificates and the payment of compensation only to the families of the
136 political activists listed as disappeared. The Cardoso administration refused to include the
assassination victims on the list of family members to be compensated by the state. "As head of
state...and armed forces commander in chief, it is my duty to assume the responsibility of the state
for the violations committed against the law and human rights," Cardoso said after signing the bill.
Although Cardoso supported efforts to pay compensation, he is opposed to any efforts to expand the
list or to investigate how the people were killed or who was responsible. Cecilia Coimbra, founder
of the human rights group "Torture Never Again," expressed her organization's opposition to
the Cardoso administration's bill. She said Brazil must also pay compensation to the families of
the other people who were killed, including families of guerrilla soldiers whose deaths have been
recognized by the state.
"No one was ever punished in this country and that helped cultivate today's culture of impunity,"
she said. Deputy Nilmario Miranda, president of the Human Rights Commission, said his office
has been inundated with calls from families of victims who were not included on the government
list. "For the families and for society, the difference between 'disappeared' and 'dead' during
the dictatorship does not exist," said Miranda. "Not to give compensation to all of the families is
an unjust discrimination. The majority of the families of disappeared persons do not want those
responsible for the assassinations to be punished, but they want to know the truth about what
happened and they feel that information will serve as a moral sanction."
Miranda said Brazil and its neighbors should create a human rights commission to parallel the
Mercosur customs committee formed this year. He suggested that the countries act together to
determine the circumstances surrounding all deaths and the burial sites of the victims. Miranda
pointed out that the Southern Cone armed forces, using the National Security Doctrine as
justification, coordinated their efforts during the 1970s when all the countries in the region
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay were ruled by the military. "It's a historical
fact that the governments of the South American countries acted together in the repression," said
Miranda. "Now they must act together for the principle of human rights."
The inclusion of three Argentines on the Brazilian government's list was an important step in
recognizing the cooperation of Southern Cone dictatorships in the 1970s repression. The three
include Jorge Oscar Adur, a priest who acted as chaplain to the Montonero guerrillas who operated
in Argentina; journalist and suspected guerrilla Norberto Armando Habeger; and Enrique Ernesto
Ruggia, a youth without ties to the Argentine guerrilla movement who disappeared in 1974 when
he traveled to Brazil with a group of activists. "That proves our country's responsibility in joint
operations of repression in the Southern Cone, and the recognition that various persons died after
having been jailed on one or the other side of the borders," said Jair Krischke, president of the Porto
Alegre Justice and Human Rights Commission.
Human rights activists are requesting that 13 Brazilians killed in other countries also be included
on the compensation list. Of the thirteen, seven were killed in Argentina, one in Bolivia, and five in
Chile. "The 13 who disappeared outside the country, with the exception of Francisco Tenorio Junior,
were political activists in Brazil who fled under persecution by the repressive military," said Suzana
Lisboa of the Brazilian Commission of Families of the Disappeared. The government bill not only
failed to satisfy the victims' families, it also angered sectors of the military. On Aug. 17, Minister of
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the Navy Adm. Mauro Cesar Pereira criticized the bill to pay compensation to families of victims.
"There was an ideological war, and those who participated knew that they could get hurt," said
Pereira. "After getting themselves hurt, they want monetary compensation." Pereira also opposes
any effort to investigate the circumstances surrounding the deaths. "Stirring up the past could cause
a lot of unrest," he said.
Pereira also said many of those said to be disappeared are "very much alive," although he admitted
he could not prove it. "If he and others know where these 'alive' disappeared persons are, let them
identify them and show us where they are," said Suzana Lisboa. "The families would be thrilled.
And therefore it is fundamental to open the files of the Armed Forces, which can indicate where the
bodies are." Cardoso agreed with Pereira's position on investigating circumstances surrounding
the deaths. He said he would not support investigations so that that chapter in Brazilian history
could be put to rest. He assured the military that government recognition would not go beyond the
provisions in the amnesty bill, which excludes "any investigation to assign responsibility" for the
disappearances.
However, that perspective is opposed by Argentine Nobel Prize winner Adolfo Perez Esquivel, the
Catholic Church, human rights organizations, and families of the disappeared. "An amnesty does
not invalidate the right of families to an investigation," Esquivel said. "The compensation is a help to
families in need, but the fundamental question remains: to know how the disappearances occurred."
In a related matter, the Chamber of Deputies Human Rights Commission succeeded in preventing
the destruction of records relating to the war against alleged subversives during the dictatorship.
After an announcement that Gen. Luciano Casales, military commander of Planalto Central
(Goias and the Federal District), was preparing to burn documents referring to the war against
the guerrillas in Araguaia despite legal statutes against it, legislators moved to stop him. Because
the versions of survivors differ, army documents kept at the time by the intelligence service
(Departamento de Orden Politico y Social, DOPS) which had state branches under military control
during the dictatorship could be fundamental for historical investigations, the spokesperson for
the legislators explained. As a result of the legislators' efforts, Casales agreed to turn over the
documents to the state of Goias on the condition that they not be made public.
However, once in the possession of civilian authorities, the papers will no longer be under military
control. The spokesperson for the Human Rights Commission said that in other states, the military
authorities turned over the DOPS files to the civilian government, which then, according to law,
were opened to public inspection. "The little that we know about disappearances, assassinations,
and other dark historical aspects of the dictatorship, we owe to the opening of those DOPS
documents by the states," said the human rights spokesperson, who added that the only file still
not turned over is the one relating to the war against the guerrillas in Araguaia, about which almost
nothing is known. Jose Miguel Vivanco, director of Human Rights Watch/Americas, said Brazil's
treatment of the problem of the disappeared during the dictatorship is "scandalous" compared
with Chile or Argentina. "The situation of Brazil is scandalous because for years it behaved as
if the problem did not exist," said Vivanco, director of the organization, adding that a rigorous
investigation needs to be carried out regarding the circumstances in which these people died.
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However, human rights abuses in Brazil is not something that disappeared with the return to
civilian rule. Vivanco said respect for human rights has not improved in Brazil. "Various sectors are
still problematic, such as executions by the police and the death squads," he said. Also worrisome
is the living conditions in the prisons and forced labor of prisoners. "The common denominator of
all these problems is impunity," said Vivanco. In July, the London-based human rights organization
Amnesty International denounced the practice of "execution- style murders" and the impunity of
the perpetrators, who are often law enforcement personnel.
The Amnesty report said that between September 1993 and June 1994, 1,200 persons were
assassinated in Rio de Janeiro alone. In reply, Humberto Espinola, coordinator of the Human Rights
Council of the Justice Ministry, admitted that human rights violations in Brazil are serious and said
the government is committed to take whatever steps are necessary to eradicate both rural and urban
violence. However, he said the problems could not be solved overnight and added that the effects
of the new National Security Plan will not be felt for two years. (Sources: Associated Press, 08/03/95;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 08/22/95; Reuter, 07/26/95, 08/04/95, 08/18/95, 08/28/95; Notimex, 08/29/95;
Agence France-Presse, 07/06/95, 07/25/95, 07/27/95, 08/03/95, 08/08/95, 08/17/95, 08/23/95, 08/27/95,
09/13/95)
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